City University of New York (CUNY)

CUNY Academic Works
Dissertations, Theses, and Capstone Projects

CUNY Graduate Center

9-2020

Acquisition Orders and Instructional Sequences: A Case Study of
Russian Textbooks
Olga Ozhiganova
The Graduate Center, City University of New York

How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
More information about this work at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu/gc_etds/3997
Discover additional works at: https://academicworks.cuny.edu
This work is made publicly available by the City University of New York (CUNY).
Contact: AcademicWorks@cuny.edu

ACQUISITION ORDERS AND INSTRUCTIONAL SEQUENCES:
A CASE STUDY OF RUSSIAN TEXTBOOKS

by

OLGA OZHIGANOVA

A master’s thesis submitted to the Graduate Faculty in Liberal Studies in partial fulfillment of
the requirements for the degree of Master of Arts, The City University of New York
2020

© 2020
OLGA OZHIGANOVA
All Rights Reserved

ii

Acquisition Orders and Instructional Sequences:
A Case Study of Russian Textbooks

by
Olga Ozhiganova

This manuscript has been read and accepted for the Graduate Faculty in Liberal
Studies in satisfaction of the thesis requirement for the degree of Master of Arts.

Date

Alberta Gatti
Thesis Advisor

Date

Gita Martohardjono
Executive Officer

THE CITY UNIVERSITY OF NEW YORK
iii

ABSTRACT

Acquisition Orders and Instructional Sequences:
A Case Study of Russian Textbooks

by
Olga Ozhiganova
Advisor: Alberta Gatti
Previous research on English as a second language has established the linguistic phenomenon of the
natural order of morpheme acquisition in which grammatical features are acquired by learners in a
specific order. The acquisition of Russian morphosyntax as an L2 had not been established until
Gor’s (2019) research. The present study employs Gor’s (2019) findings to examine whether the
order in which five Russian morphosyntactic features—case, impersonal sentences, locationdirection, aspect, verbs of motion (VoM)—are acquired is reflected in second-year Russian
instructional materials by investigating three commonly used textbooks. The results reveal that (1)
the documented order in which Russian morphosyntactic features are presented in second-year
textbooks does not fully align with the order in which these features are naturally acquired. The disalignment arises within three features: impersonal sentences, location-direction, and aspect; (2)
realistically, all five researched morphosyntactic features will not be fully acquired by a typical
Russian learner during the second year of instruction. Consequently, instead of setting unreasonable
expectations, instructors should keep exposing learners to these features in a cyclical manner and
adjust their expectations to 50% accuracy for production.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Goal and Organization
It is not uncommon to find instructors puzzled by the fact that after presenting and having learners
practice grammatical features (e.g. aspect, case), most learners do not seem to have acquired them.
Learners themselves might feel frustrated and demotivated because they cannot master certain
grammar topics within a desired period of time. To explore the source of what seems to be a
teaching-acquisition mismatch, this research project looks into the linguistic phenomenon of the
natural order of acquisition of morphemes and links these findings to the order in which
morphosyntax is presented in language classrooms by examining commonly used textbooks.
The natural order of acquisition is a well-researched topic. While the majority of studies
on this topic have been conducted on the acquisition of English, in 2019 Kira Gor published
Morphosyntactic Knowledge in Late Second Language Learners and Heritage Speakers of
Russian, an investigation of the acquisition trajectories of Russian in second (L2) and heritage
language learners.1 At the end of her study, Gor invited “comparisons of the trajectories of the
acquisition to classroom based observations” (p. 145) in order to develop recommendations for a
Russian language curriculum. Thus, inspired by Gor’s research, this thesis’s goal is to investigate
the following two questions:
1   To what extent does the documented order in which Russian morphosyntactic features
are acquired by L2 learners align with the order in which these features are presented
in college-level textbooks?

1

L2 refers to any language that is learned after the first language, even if it is not the second chronologically
(Gregory D. Keating, 2016, Second Language Acquisition).
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2   What implications for instruction could be formulated based on the knowledge of the
order of acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic features?
In order to investigate these two questions, this thesis provides background information from the
field of second language acquisition (SLA) and instructed second language acquisition (ISLA) to
make it approachable for all readers, but specifically for Russian language instructors who can
utilize these findings to inform their teaching. After reviewing definitions of proficiency and
existing levels of proficiency for L2 learners that are mentioned throughout this thesis (section 2),
this study continues by presenting a definition of language and revealing fundamental facts about
how languages are acquired (section 2). This background information is necessary in order to
establish that language is abstract and implicit in nature and that the process of language
acquisition (including the acquisition of morphosyntax) is a slow, piecemeal, stage-like process
that follows a particular order, the so-called natural order of acquisition. Next, this thesis dives
deeper into this phenomenon of the natural order of morpheme acquisition, presenting a historical
overview of morpheme studies and a possible explanation of why this phenomenon exists in the
first place (section 3). Additionally, section 3 reveals the most recent findings on the trajectories
of the acquisition of Russian as an L2, originally documented by Gor (2019), which is crucial for
this thesis as it allows us to see the natural order of acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic features
at different levels of proficiency. Since this thesis’s particular interest lies in the second year of
learning Russian, the last piece of the background information shows what levels of proficiency a
typical learner who enters second-year Russian is expected to have (section 4).
After discussing the necessary background information and the relevance of this research
(section 5), as well as providing the methodological approach with a description of three of the
most commonly used second-year Russian textbooks and morphosyntactic features of interest

2

(section 6), this thesis answers the first research question. In this inquiry, it compares the natural
order in which Russian morphosyntactic features are acquired by L2 learners to the order in which
these features are presented in textbooks (section 7). In addition to exploring whether and to what
extent the two orders are aligned, this thesis explains what this alignment means for instructional
purposes (section 8). Furthermore, section 8 answers the second research question by presenting a
typical second-year Russian learner’s level of proficiency and examining whether at this level of
proficiency, the morphosyntactic features researched can be fully acquired. This provides
insightful information on whether instructors have realistic expectations from learners or not. The
last two sections of this thesis, 9 and 10, arrive at a conclusion and discuss further possible
research, followed by bibliographical sources.

2 Background Information
2. 1 Proficiency
This thesis adopts the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
terminology when discussing proficiency and proficiency levels. Proficiency, according to the
ACTFL Guidelines (2012), refers to “the ability to use language in real-world situations in a
spontaneous interaction and non-rehearsed context. Proficiency demonstrates what a language user
is able to do regardless of where, when or how the language was acquired” (ACTFL, 2012, p. 4).
Proficiency differs from performance, or “the ability to use language that has been learned and
practiced in an instructional (not naturalistic) setting” (ACTFL, 2012, p. 4).
A learner’s oral proficiency is measured by an Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI), “a faceto-face or telephonic interview between a certified ACTFL tester and an examinee. The interview
is interactive and continuously adapts to the interests and abilities of the speaker” (ACTFL, 2012).
After the OPI interview, the ACTFL tester identities one of five possible levels of examinee’s
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proficiency: Distinguished, Superior, Advanced, Intermediate, and Novice. The levels of
Advanced, Intermediate, and Novice are also subdivided into sublevels such as High, Mid, and
Low sublevels (ACTFL, 2012). These levels and sublevels of proficiency are often employed by
language instructors and researchers in order to identify where in the process of language
development L2 learners are. As they relate to this thesis, these levels of proficiency were also
previously employed by Gor (2019) to show how the acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic
features progresses from one level of proficiency to another.

2. 2 Language and Second Language Acquisition (SLA) Basics
This section lays out the definition of a language and describes the process of SLA and the factors
that contribute to it in order to set a frame for answering the research questions.
This thesis employs the definition of language according to which language is “an implicit
and abstract mental representation that humans use to interpret and express meaning” (Keating
2016, p. 2). Of particular interest to ISLA is that “the mental representations that end up in people’s
minds are of a different nature than the rules of thumb commonly found in textbooks and
prescriptive grammars” (p. 2). This key distinction is explained in greater detail in VanPatten
(2017). However, what is crucial here is that implicit in Keating’s definition is the notion that
language lies outside of our conscious awareness and that how it operates in our minds cannot be
easily described. An example of this implicitness is that native speakers have an intuition about
whether a sentence is grammatical or not in their first language, but they often cannot explain why.
The pedagogical rules that appear in language textbooks “aren’t psychologically real” (VanPatten,
2017, p. 20). They do not account for all of the examples in a language because they are
oversimplified explanations of a linguistic system that is too abstract and complex. What teachers
and learners call “exceptions” in classroom contexts are not actual exceptions. In fact, the
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“technical rules” that linguists have devised do not have such things as exceptions (VanPatten,
2017, p. 26).
Following the aforementioned definition of language, when someone learns a first, second,
(or third, fourth, etc.) language, he/she creates new mental representations in his/her mind by
extracting rules from input, the “language that learners hear or see in a communicative context and
that they have to interpret and process for meaning” (VanPatten, 2017, p. 3). In the case of L2
learners, this input should be comprehensible and level-appropriate in order to become intake,
which is “the subset of data that learners are able to attend and to hold in working memory”
(Keating, 2016, p. 11). If input is not comprehensible and level-appropriate, it will not become
intake and will not be processed and delivered to the learner’s internal system. However, if intake
is delivered to the learner’s mind, the system changes and reorganizes itself. Thus, although the
linguistic system in our heads is dynamic, it is also slow. A copious amount of input is needed for
the acquisition of linguistic features, far more than most learners are likely to receive in an L2
classroom (Keating, 2016).
In addition to being slow, SLA is also piecemeal. Learners do not acquire one grammatical
feature (e.g., the possessive -s’) at a time; they instead learn many different features of a language
at once. When learners are exposed to input, not only do they process grammar, but they also
process everything else—syntax, phonology, sentence prosody (stress, rhythm), and vocabulary.
Nonetheless, the way in which grammar is presented in textbooks (usually one grammatical feature
per unit) seems to imply the opposite, that learners will master one grammatical topic at a time in
isolation from other grammatical topics and linguistic elements, and will then move on to master
the next one. The problem with the impression created in textbooks is that it generates expectations
for both learners and instructors that are contrary to how language acquisition actually happens.
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On that note, language acquisition is regulated by a learner’s internal factors, which can be
illustrated by two well-documented SLA facts. The first one is that the SLA process is stage-like,
meaning that that all learners pass through similar stages on their way to acquiring morphology,
syntax, lexical items, and phonology. For example, when L2 learners acquire the English plural s, they do not initially mark plurality at all. At the second stage, learners mark plurality only
lexically (when there are quantifiers), after which they acquire regular and irregular nouns and
mainly use them correctly, but still make errors. Finally, at a later stage, they use regular and
irregular plurals correctly in most instances (VanPatten, 2012; Gass 2013; Keating, 2016).
Therefore, a learner’s internal system and speech patterns change over time on his/her path to
achieving native-like proficiency.
Secondly, SLA follows a natural order, in which grammatical features are acquired in an
identical sequential order. Regardless of their age, first language (L1),2 or context of acquisition,
learners follow the same order when acquiring morphology. For English, the language most
studied in this regard, L2 learners first acquire the present progressive -ing, then the plural -s, the
copula “to be,” and the auxiliary (is/are), followed by the irregular past, regular past, third-person
singular -s, and possessive –s’. It is impossible for any learner to avoid or skip this order. The
following segment (section 3) elaborates on this phenomenon in detail, as it is pivotal for this
thesis.
To summarize, SLA is slow, piecemeal, and stage-like; it follows a particular order and
requires exposure to copious amounts of input for acquisition process to occur. Input is an essential
component of language acquisition, but other factors, such as output, are also involved.

2

L1 refers to a first language to which a learner has been exposed from birth (Gregory D. Keating, 2016, Second
Language Acquisition).
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Output, or meaningful language production, facilitates a learner’s ability to access the
implicit system quickly and flawlessly over time. It furthers the learner’s development of
productive skills3 and might facilitate acquisition by helping the learner to note knowledge gaps
between what his/her instructors say and what he/she can produce himself/herself. Furthermore,
output may support the acquisition of syntax by forcing learners to move from semantic to
syntactic processing (for more on the role of output, see Swain, 1985). Output can also function as
an indicator of the grammatical features that have already been integrated into a developing system
and are available for production. However, it is important to distinguish between acquiring a
morphosyntactic feature and using features as memorized chunks of information, a practice
commonly observed in classroom settings and frequently misinterpreted as evidence of
acquisition.

2. 3 Other Factors that Contribute to SLA
While both first- and second language acquisition are regulated by internal factors and require
input and output, as in the case of SLA—and particularly post-pubescent SLA—some key factors
facilitate SLA to a different extent. One of these factors is the learner’s L1.
A common impression is that a learner’s first language is the starting point for the
acquisition of the L2. Nonetheless, the idea that a learner transfers knowledge from his/her first
language is more nuanced than researchers once thought. Some of them, such as Zobl (1982),
Keating (2007), and VanPatten (2012), have shown that learners sometimes produce word order
patterns that are ungrammatical in their L1 and target L2. Thus, it seems likely that properties from
a learner’s L1 do not fully transfer at the beginning of L2 development but rather when learners
3

Productive skills – the speed and accuracy with which people can perform certain actions or behavior (VanPatten,
2013, p. 10).
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reach a point in L2 development when “L1 properties can be included” (Keating, 2016, p. 28).
When it comes to processing L2 input, the issue of L1 transfer appears to be more straightforward.
Specifically, L2 learners seem to carry their L1 preferences for sentence processing. For instance,
research on interpreting ambiguous sentences has demonstrated that L2 learners initially transfer
their L1 processing strategies and only adopt a new, more appropriate one when the previous L1
strategy proves inadequate (Hakuta, 1976; Frauenfelder, 1974).
Age is another relevant factor in adult L2 acquisition that is commonly discussed in SLA
literature. In terms of the speed of learning, young adults initially progress more rapidly than
children do, and they perform relatively well on tests measuring language learning speed, at least
during the early stages of acquisition. However, existing evidence (Bialystok, 1987; Coppieters,
1987) indicates that children are more likely to attain native-like proficiency in the acquisition of
an L2 than adults are. Although adults learn certain parts of a language, such as syntax or
morphology, more quickly than children do, they later tend to stagnate and have a greater variety
of levels in terms of ultimate attainment (Keating, 2016).
The role of explicit instruction is an important factor in SLA if one is concerned—as we
are in this study—with language acquisition in a classroom context. As Ellis (2005) points out,
since “implicit knowledge is responsible for L2 learners’ communicative abilities,” developing
implicit knowledge “should be the ultimate goal” of SLA (p. 214). Nonetheless, language
classrooms tend to focus a great deal of attention on explicit grammatical instruction. For this
reason, a key question in SLA instruction is whether explicit grammar instruction facilitates
language acquisition. Researchers have adopted different positions in answering this question and
deciding if explicit knowledge can become implicit knowledge. Thus, there are three different
stances regarding this issue. The first—the interface position—contends that explicit knowledge
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does facilitate the development of implicit knowledge. According to this view, learners apply
explicitly taught knowledge to their actual performance (DeKeyser, 1998). The second—the no
interface position—is that explicit and implicit knowledge are different in nature; therefore, it
follows that explicit knowledge cannot be converted into implicit knowledge (Krashen, 1981). The
third position—partial interface—maintains that explicit knowledge can become implicit but only
if learners practice taught structures in a communicative context. This position suggests that
explicit knowledge helps learners to notice gaps between the instructor’s output and their own,
which can result in a learner’s attempt to use taught structures. However, the research in support
of any of these positions is still inconclusive.
Finally, some other factors that can influence SLA are nonlinguistic, including motivation,
aptitude, and working memory capacity, which are all difficult to quantify due to their intrinsic
natures.

3   The Natural Order of Morpheme Acquisition
The following section goes deeper into the aforementioned linguistic phenomenon of the natural
order of acquisition of morphemes. In addition, it provides a historical overview and possible
explanations originally documented on acquisition of English as L1 and L2, and it further expands
on findings regarding the acquisition of Russian as an L1 and L2. Moreover, it explores
researchers’ initial attempts to apply the natural order of morpheme acquisition finding to teaching
grammar in language classrooms.

3. 1 Historical Overview of L1 and L2 Morpheme Studies
The first study that investigated the idea of a natural order of acquisition of morphemes was
Brown’s (1973) longitudinal study of three children, Eve (18 months), Adam (26 months), and
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Sarah (28 months), who were learning English as their L1. The research revealed that all three
children acquired English morphology in the same order. The children acquired the present
progressive morpheme -ing first, and then the plural -s, followed by the irregular past, the
possessive –’s, the copula “to be,” the regular past -ed, and the third person singular -s. This study
later became part of the natural order hypothesis that posited the existence of developmental
patterns in children’s acquisition of English morphemes. Following Brown’s (1973) longitudinal
study, de Villiers and de Villiers (1973) conducted a cross-sectional study of spontaneous speech
in 21 children (16–40 months) who were acquiring English as their L1. This study also investigated
the subjects’ use of 14 English grammatical morphemes. The authors compared their results to
Brown’s results and found similarities: Children in both studies progressed in the same predictable
order when acquiring English morphemes. Neither age nor frequency of morpheme use in parental
speech correlated with the aforementioned order of acquisition. In addition, Brown’s (1973)
research was also the first to show the curve of accuracy in the acquisition of English morphemes.
According to these findings, when a child’s performance reaches 90% accuracy in using a
morpheme, it remains at this level instead of dropping to lower percentages of accuracy. Whereas
initial morpheme performance is usually unstable, once it reaches the 90% accuracy mark, a
morpheme is considered to be fully acquired by a learner.
Research on L1 acquisition soon inspired research on L2 morpheme acquisition. In 1974,
Dulay and Burt conducted a cross-sectional experiment on the order of acquisition of English
morphemes by Spanish- and Chinese-speaking children aged 6–8 years old and found that the
overall order of acquisition of 11 morphemes was similar across subjects, regardless of the age at
which children began to learn English as a second language. Larsen-Freeman (1975) performed
another cross-sectional study on the order of acquisition of morphemes, this time by adult second
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language learners of English with different L1s (Arabic, Japanese, Persian, and Spanish) and found
the same results. The subjects acquired the present progressive -ing first, and then the plural –s,
the copula “to be,” and the auxiliary (is/are), followed by the irregular past, regular past, thirdperson singular -s, and possessive –’s. This order has also been found in many other longitudinal
and cross-sectional studies. Examples include a cross-sectional study on Spanish-speaking adults
acquiring English morphology by Rosansky (1976), Madden’s and Krashen’s (1974) work, and
Hakuta’s (1986) longitudinal study of a five-year-old Japanese girl learning English.
Hakuta’s research, in addition to confirming that adult L2 English learners all acquire
morphology in the same order, showed that the order of acquisition of morphemes by children is
slightly different than that of adults. This slight difference is attributed to maturational constraints
and differences in cognitive and neurological development between children and adults. For
example, the English past tense is acquired later by children than it is by adults. As Hakuta (1986)
pointed out, the mastery of the past tense requires a developed concept of time, and adults are
usually more aware of the idea of a temporal framework than children are. Nonetheless, all the
aforementioned studies shed light on the theory of language acquisition, particularly on the natural
order of morpheme acquisition in the L1 and L2, which can be summarized as follows:
-   Children and adults follow a fixed, universal order when acquiring English morphology
(the natural order of morphemes hypothesis).
-   The natural order of morpheme acquisition is impossible to avoid or to skip.
-   Children’s path of acquiring morphology is slightly different from that of adults.
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3. 2 Possible Explanations for the Morpheme Order
Whereas research in the 1970s focused on discovering and providing evidence of innate
mechanisms guiding language acquisition by showing that children and adults acquired
morphemes in a consistent order, later research has focused on factors that could account for the
actual order of morpheme acquisition. Factors that were assumed responsible for the order of
morpheme acquisition were considered internal in nature and were related to semantic complexity,
input frequency, perceptual salience, morphophonological regularity, and language transfer.
However, external factors, such as the learning environment, were also found to play a role.

3. 2. 1 Internal Factors
Internal factors attracted researchers’ attention, and their potential to explain the natural order of
the acquisition of morphemes was thoroughly investigated. In the following section, this thesis
elaborates on these factors.
Semantic complexity is defined in this context as “how many meanings are expressed by a
particular form” (Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2001, p. 50). For example, in English, the plural -s
expresses only number and thus is less semantically complex than the third person singular -s, a
morpheme that expresses person, number, and tense (Kwon, 2005). The assumption is that less
semantically complex morphemes will be acquired earlier than the more complex morphemes.
Therefore, semantic complexity was assumed to explain why the plural -s is acquired earlier than
the third person singular -s (Larsen-Freeman, 1976; Andersen, 1978; Krashen, 1975; Pye, 1980).
Semantic complexity also corresponds to the idea of cognitive and conceptual development
defined as “the older L2 learner does not need to struggle with semantic notions already acquired
in earlier childhood” (Kwon, 2005; DeKeyser, 2001). For example, as previously stated, the past
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tense (-ed) is acquired later by L1 learners than it is by L2 learners because L2 learners already
understand the concept of “pastness.” However, when comparing the order of acquisition of
English as an L1 to the acquisition of English as an L2, Krashen (1981) and Brown (1973) observed
that semantic complexity did not explain the order. Brown (1973) concluded that “neither
grammatical nor semantic complexity alone could explain the acquisition order of morphemes” (p.
403).
Input frequency refers to the number of times a structure occurs in the language to which the learner
is exposed. The hypothesis is that the more often a grammatical morpheme is present in the input
available to the learner, the faster the learner will acquire that morpheme. In 1973, Brown
examined first language acquisition and input frequency in parental speech and found no evidence
that parental frequencies influenced the developmental order of the forms in children, which
challenged the aforementioned hypothesis. However, later Larsen-Freeman’s (1976) research on
the L2 order of morphemes revealed correlations between morpheme acquisition order in English
and input frequency. In Larsen-Freemans’s research, certain types of morphemes, including
progressives, copulas, and auxiliaries, which were used more often in adult native speakers’ speech
than in that of children, correlated significantly with L2 learners’ usage. Thus, there is no
consensus yet on whether input frequency alone can account for morpheme order.
Perceptual salience is defined as “how easy it is to hear or perceive a given structure”
(Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2001, p. 47). At least three major subfactors could account for
salience, namely syllabicity (the presence or absence of a vowel in the surface form of a
morpheme), the number of phones (the number of possible distinctive sounds of a morpheme), and
sonority (the resonance or loudness of a sound in relation to other sounds in a morpheme).
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Researchers who investigated perceptual salience in L1 and L2 acquisition (Slobin, 1971; LarsenFreeman, 1976; Pye, 1980) initially predicted that the more perceptually salient a morpheme is,
the earlier it would be acquired. However, there is still no agreement on the role of perceptual
salience. According to Brown (1973), salience plays a role because a learner cannot acquire that
which he/she cannot hear. While this hypothesis is valid, the concept of perceptual salience is
somewhat vague and complex, given the combination of the many factors involved (e.g., L1
influence, linguistic interpretation preference, etc.). As Dulay and Burt (1978) proposed,
perceptual salience is only partially accountable for morpheme order—not fully.
Morphophonological regularity is the degree to which morphemes are affected by the
phonological environment. There are two main subfactors in morphophonological regularity,
namely the number of phonological alternants and the homophony of other grammatical
morphemes (Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2001). Phonological alternants are all of the possible
allophones of a morpheme. For example, the English plural morpheme -s has three phonological
allomorphs [s; z; əz], and the use of these allomorphs depends solely on the preceding sound.
Homophony means whether a morpheme sounds similar to or different from another existing
morpheme. The morpheme -s can be attributed to the plural -s, the possessive –’s, or the third
person singular -s, while the morpheme -ing is unique and cannot be confused with any other
morpheme. Therefore, the prediction is that the more regular a morpheme is, the earlier it will be
acquired. Nevertheless, the factor of morphophonological regularity has received the most
criticism because all previous studies had failed to account for allomorphy, as pointed out by Cook
(1993). In addition, morphological regularity is the least studied factor in existing literature.
The last internal factor, syntactic category, refers to whether a morpheme relates to a noun phrase
(NP) or a verb phrase (VP). Research by Zobl and Liceras (1994; 1995) showed that the morpheme
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category (nominal or verbal) could account for morpheme acquisition. Therefore, grouping
morphemes according to whether they were lexical (carry the full meaning in the word itself, as in
the case of nouns) or functional (only add details to the meaning, as in the case of articles), and
later subdividing them into free (can stand on their own) or bound (can only appear as a part of a
larger expression) revealed a pattern. Lexical items were acquired before functional items, and free
morphemes were acquired before bound ones (Roux 1996; Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2001).
Yet again, although this was an interesting discovery, there remained no solid support for this
syntactic category accounting for morpheme order on its own.
The overall picture of single factors that can account for morpheme order appears to be
insufficient. Larsen-Freeman (1975) was the first to propose the idea that a single explanation was
insufficient in accounting for morpheme order and stated that another method should be found.
Goldschneider and DeKeyser (2000) took a different approach, examining a combination of factors
to explain the natural order of acquisition. They found that both perceptual salience and syntactic
category combined accounted for a higher correlation in the order of morphemes, whereas input
frequency, semantic complexity, and morphophonological regularity shared a slightly lower
correlation. However, the study also revealed a high degree of intercorrelation among all five
factors, demonstrating that the degree of predictive validity of one variable could be largely
explained by its correlation to other variables. Thus, according to Goldschneider and DeKeyser
(2001, p. 59), “only a combination of all factors—perceptual salience, semantic complexity,
morphophonological regularity, syntactic category, and frequency—account for a very large
portion of the total variance in the accuracy scores for grammatical morphemes” (p. 59). Another
important discovery from this study was that all five factors could be seen as one, as they are all
different aspects of salience in a broader sense. Therefore, “one variable, salience, is the ultimate
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predictor of the order of acquisition” (Goldschneider & DeKeyser, 2000, p. 60). This finding could
potentially answer the question of why English L2 learners of different ages acquire morphemes
in the same order.

3. 2. 2 The Role of the L1
The role of the L1 in the acquisition of morphemes is too significant to disregard. According to
existing studies, the similarity between the L1 and the L2 seems to affect the speed of morpheme
acquisition. For example, Hakuta’s (1976) longitudinal research revealed that a Japanese child,
Uguisu (5 years 4 months), did not acquire English articles or plurals, morphemes that do not exist
in Japanese, until relatively late. This analysis can be compared to Frauenfelder’s (1974) study of
English-speaking children in a French immersion program in Canada. Frauenfelder found that,
although the English-speaking children made many errors in the genders of French articles, they
never confused the definite/indefinite contrast that exists in English. As pointed out by Hakuta
(1986), these findings do not mean that children could not conceptualize the difference between
definiteness and indefiniteness. Instead, since this distinction is not marked in the sematic system
in their native language, it takes children a longer time to acquire English articles. In other words,
the semantic structure of a learner’s first language, not his/her cognitive abilities, guides that
his/her formulation of a specific hypothesis about the target L2 (Hakuta, 1986). Therefore, if a
learner’s L1 grammar has a specific rule (for example, it marks the third person singular with a
morpheme), and such a rule exists in the target language, he/she will more quickly acquire the
grammar of the target language.
In line with these findings, Zehler’s (1982) research on the acquisition of the English plural
revealed differences in children’s acquisition of this morpheme, which the author attributed to
children’s different L1s (Spanish, Arabic, and Japanese). Spanish marks the obligatory plural with
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predictable forms, Arabic marks the obligatory plural with a complex system of varying forms,
and Japanese does not mark the plural at all. These differences in plural systems in children’s L1s
affected their speed in acquiring the English plural -s.

3. 2. 3 Environmental Factor
One environmental factor that was considered to affect morpheme order and is relevant for this
thesis was the context of language acquisition, such as formal classroom instruction versus
naturalistic L2 acquisition. Pica (1983) investigated the L2 development of the plural -s, articles,
and progressive -ing among Spanish-speaking learners of English. She compared 18 learners who
had experienced different types of exposure: formal classroom instruction, naturalistic input, and
a combination of the two. The result showed that all three groups followed a similar order in the
acquisition of morphemes and that the environment made no difference. However, instruction did
influence the speed of acquisition of the progressive -ing and plural -s. A formal classroom setting
accelerated the progression of the natural sequence for the plural -s, but it decelerated the
progression of the natural sequence for the progressive -ing. Pica (1983) concluded that instruction
did not alter the route of acquisition but, depending on the morphemes in the language, the
environment in which they were acquired could influence the speed of acquisition.4

3. 3 Findings in Morpheme Studies of Russian as an L1
As previously stated, most of the research conducted on the order of acquisition of morphemes has
pertained to the acquisition of English. The order of acquisition of Russian morphemes has not
been investigated to the same extent. However, a few studies have examined children’s acquisition

4

Different types of instruction can be considered different environmental factors and could lead to different results in acquiring
L2 morphology. However, there is no research to my knowledge that investigated this topic.
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of Russian morphology.
In a 1949 study, Gvozdev documented the development of the speech of his son, Zhenja,
starting from the pre-morphological stage to when he was seven years old. The first feature that
emerged in Zhenja’s speech was case. Notably, acquisition occurred in a particular order within
the category of case. Zhenja initially contrasted the nominative case with the five other oblique
cases: accusative, dative, genitive, instrumental, and prepositional. He later began to distinguish
between the nominative and accusative cases. As Voeikova and Gagarina explained in their 2009
work, the nominative/accusative opposition was triggered by the child’s need to mark the agent of
an action as opposed to the object. The genitive and dative emerged in the next stage. Factors that
possibly triggered acquisition included the “pragmatic importance, input frequency, transparency
of expression, and cognitive availability of a child” (Ionova, 2007, pp. 115-122). The instrumental
and prepositional cases were acquired last, possibly because they have “minor pragmatic value
and are low in frequency” (Lepskaja, 1988, p. 51). Studies on other languages that also have cases
confirmed Gvozdev’s (1949) order of acquisition of Russian cases by children. For example,
research on the acquisition of Croatian as an L1 (Kovačević, Palmović, & Hržica, 2009) not only
established a similar order but also proposed that children’s initial use of the prepositional case
was a memorized chunk of information rather than full acquisition of that case.
A more recent study by Ceytlin (2000) expanded the view of the development of Russian
morphology. In Ceytlin’s research, the acquisition of case, number, and imperatives emerged
concurrently and before other morphological categories. Ceytlin explained the early acquisition of
the imperative as being due to children’s need to express their requests to caregivers. By the age
of two, these children had also fully acquired aspect. Subjunctives and gender, on the other hand,
were acquired much later. The author proposed that the later acquisition of the subjunctive resulted
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from its limited pragmatic use. Subjunctives in Russian are used solely to convey hypothetical
actions, which are meanings that children do not usually need to express. Moreover, Ceytlin
hypothesized that the later acquisition of gender could be attributed to its semantic complexity.
The choice of gender in Russian is arbitrary and only partially depends on the gender of the subject.
For example, the words “daughter” and “newspaper” are both feminine, while “son” and “coffee”
are masculine, and “insect” and “cookie” are neutral. This gender assignment does not make clear
semantic sense because it is unpredictable unless it designates a concrete gendered entity (father,
son, daughter), but even then, in some cases a masculine entity (e.g. grandfather) will be declined
using feminine declension. An example of this late acquisition of Russian gender can be found in
Gvozdev’s research (1949), in which his son used the word “dad” and referred to himself using a
feminine gender until the age of three and a half, only later switching to the masculine forms.
In closing this section, some explanation of children’s acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic
features warrants additional studies and conformation. On the other hand, though, they still reveal
that children acquire Russian morphology following a developmental order, demonstrating yet
again that language acquisition is guided by internal mechanisms.

3. 4 Findings in Morpheme Studies of Russian as an L2
Although the majority of studies on the order of acquisition were conducted with English or
Russian as the L1, only a handful of studies have examined the acquisition of Russian as an L2.
The earliest such study was conducted by Rubenstein (1995) who investigated the order of
acquisition of Russian cases by 13 adult learners of Russian in the U.S. enrolled in the Defense
Language Institute.5 All of the subjects participated in an oral interview using a testing instrument

5

The Defense Language Institute is a multi-service school for active and reserve components, foreign military
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that was designed to elicit the production of forms of all six cases. Rubenstein’s results showed
that L2 learners acquired the six Russian cases in a particular order; however, this order was
different from the order of acquisition found in children. After acquiring the nominative case, L2
learners acquired the accusative and prepositional cases, while the genitive and instrumental cases
posed an intermediate level of difficulty, and the dative case was the last to be attained.
A later morphosyntactic study by Long, Gor, and Jackson (2012) examined Russian
morphosyntactic features and levels of L2 proficiency. The goal of the study was to provide a list
of features that learners need to acquire in order to move from one level of proficiency to another.
The study focused on the advanced 2, 2+, and 3 levels based on Interagency Language Roundtable
(IRL)6 scores, which are the equivalents of Advanced Low/Mid, Advanced High, and Superior
levels on the ACTFL scale, respectively. Fifty-seven L2 learners of Russian participated in the
study. Of these, twenty-one were rated at the Advanced Low/Mid-level, eighteen at Advanced
High, and eighteen at Superior. The results demonstrated that some morphosyntactic features were
not fully acquired by L2 learners, even at the highest levels of proficiency (Advanced or Superior
levels), as measured by accuracy scores on a grammaticality judgment test (GJT)7 :
-   Advanced Low/Mid-speakers had still not acquired reflexive verbs and verbal adverbs in
Russian.

students, and civilian personnel working in the federal government and various law enforcement agencies
(https://www.dliflc.edu/).
6

The IRL – Interagency Language Roundtable is a system of measuring the language proficiency of an individual
on a scale of 0 to 5. A proficiency level of 0 equates to no knowledge of a language while a proficiency level of 5
equates to a highly educated foreigner or native speaker (for more see official ILR website).
7

The GJT – Grammatical Judgment Test “customarily used in both L1 and L2 acquisition psycholinguistic research
to determine what structures are grammatical or syntactically possible within a given language and what structures
are not” (Mandell, 1999, p. 73).
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-   Advanced High speakers still struggled with verbs of motion, aspect, subjectless
constructions, and indefinite pronouns in Russian.
-   Superior speakers had not acquired collocations, approximate versus exact numerals, or
some imperative constructions.
More recent research, also more pivotal for this thesis, was conducted by Gor (2019), who
examined the acquisition of ten fundamental morphosyntactic features of Russian covering a broad
range of observed grammatical difficulties for L2 learners and heritage speakers. The
morphosyntactic features for Gor’s research were selected based on various criteria: they had to
be introduced in a beginner or intermediate Russian course, they had to be sufficiently complex to
present difficulties even for learners with higher proficiencies, and they had to be testable using
the GJT.
A total of 264 grammatical and 264 ungrammatical sentences were created for the GJT.
Thereafter, sentences were divided into two versions: visual and auditory. The number of sentences
in each version of the test was similar, with 132 grammatical and 132 ungrammatical sentences.
The three groups participating in the study were late L2 learners (N8=31), heritage speakers
(N=28), and adult native speakers (N=40). L2 and heritage speakers were pre-tested based on their
proficiency levels using the ACTFL OPI proficiency scale and ranked from Intermediate Low (IL)
to Superior (S) levels to facilitate comparison between groups concerning acquisition of Russian
morphosyntax. Gor’s (2019) study identified the developmental trajectories for the acquisition of
10 morphosyntactic features based on accuracy scores. The features included verbal aspect, verbs
of motion, impersonal sentences, middle voice, location–direction, case, indefinite pronouns,

8

N refers to the number of participants in the study.
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quantification, reflexives, and possession. The result showed that the condition with grammatical
sentences had a higher degree of accuracy among participants than the condition with
morphosyntactic violations did, or as Gor put it, “correct sentences are judged as correct at a higher
rate than incorrect sentences are judged as incorrect” (p. 135). Thus, the ungrammatical condition in

which participants had to detect a morphosyntactic violation and then correctly reject it was more
informative than the grammatical condition. Figures 1 and 2 below show the trajectories for the
acquisition of Russian morphosyntax based on accuracy scores on a scale from 0.00 to 1.0, where
1.0 represents 100% (Gor, 2019, p. 136 and 139):

Figure 1. Developmental Trajectories for 10 Morphosyntactic Features of Russian
Based on Combined Accuracy Scores in L2 and Heritage Speakers for Different Levels
of Proficiency. OPI. Gor (2019). Levels of Proficiencies: IL—Intermediate Low, IM—
Intermediate Mid, IH—Intermediate High, AL—Advanced Low, AM—Advanced
Mid, AH—Advanced High, S—Superior, and N—Native.
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Figure 2. Developmental Trajectories for Individual Features for Russian L2 and
Heritage Speakers, by OPI Level. Gor (2019).

Gor (2019) argues that the Figures 1 and 2 showing the morphological trajectories of the
acquisition of morphemes are more telling than the traditional linear presentation of morpheme
orders because “trajectories show developmental curves of acquisition in [their] entirety rather
than focus[ing] on the order in which morphosyntactic features emerge in production or reach their
full mastery” (p. 126).
Although it is true that these morphological trajectories are more telling as a whole, if an
instructor or a researcher is interested in seeing how a particular point of learners’ language
development looks in terms of acquisition of morphemes, presenting morphemes in order adjacent
to the morpheme’s accuracy percentage is beneficial. Not only would it show the order in which
these Russian fundamental morphosyntactic features are acquired, but it would also clearly
indicate at what levels of proficiency some morphological features are acquired and which ones
are still in the process of acquisition. Thus, for this thesis’s purpose, the acquisition of these
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features will be shown in a more traditional way, in line with previous morpheme order studies
(see Table 1). The three levels of learner development that appear especially valuable for both this
research and language instruction in general are the Intermediate Low (IL), Intermediate High
(IH), and Superior (S) levels. IL is the lowest researched level to date that we will employ for
answering the second question of this thesis. IH is the level attained by most Russian majors upon
graduation from American colleges (Swender, 2003), and Superior is the highest researched level
and denotes learners who can capably work as foreign officers, lawyers, or university language
professors (Oral Proficiency Levels in the Workplace, 2015).
Table 1. Accuracy Rate on Russian Morphosyntactic Features by L2 Russian Learners (OPI).
Gor’s (2019) Research.
IL

IH

S

Quantification adjectives
Impersonal sentences
Case
(around 50% accuracy)

Quantification adjectives
(around 60% accuracy)

Quantification adjectives
Impersonal sentences
Case
(around 80-90% accuracy)

Location–direction
(a bit less than 50% accuracy)
Indefiniteness
Middle voice
Possession
Reflexive
Aspect
Verbs of motion
(less than 50% accuracy)

Case
(slightly more than 50%
accuracy)
Impersonal sentence
Location–direction
Possession
(around 50% accuracy)
Indefiniteness
Middle voice
Reflexive
Aspect
Verbs of motion
(less than 50% accuracy)

Possession
Location–direction
Middle voice
(60-75 % accuracy)
Indefiniteness
Reflexives
Aspect
(50-60% accuracy)
Verbs of motion
(50% accuracy and less)

As shown in Table 1, at IL, speakers performed more or less by chance in all features, meaning
that these features are not yet acquired. However, the accuracy rate on all morphosyntactic features
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increases with an increased level of proficiency.
Additionally, some features take a longer time to acquire than others (Gor, 2019). For
instance, case, impersonal sentences, and quantification adjectives are acquired faster and show a
more linear development because they are performed with 50% chance at IL but at nearly 90% at
the Superior level. Other linearly developed features such as possession, location-direction, and
middle voice, reach a 75% level of accuracy at the Superior level. Reflexives, indefiniteness, and
aspect, however, show slower and more U-shaped9 progress where accuracy scores of 50 % are
roughly the same at IL and S levels with a dip in between. “These findings indicate that while
reflexives, indefiniteness, and aspect appeared relatively easy in the beginning, learners do not
progress much with increasing proficiency” (Gor, 2019, p. 136). Finally, some features do not
seem to be fully acquired by L2 learners even at the Superior level as can be seen in the acquisition
of the feature verbs of motion where acquisition drops below 50% chance at the Intermediate High
level and reaches 50% accuracy only at the Superior level. This performance at 50% accuracy,
even at Superior, signals that this feature is particularly difficult for learners (Gor, 2019).
Finally, Gor’s (2019) results force us to revisit the relationship between accuracy and
acquisition. As mentioned in section 3.1, the traditional view in morpheme studies on English as
an L2 is that “a form is said to be acquired if it was supplied in 90% of obligatory contexts across
multiple data” (Keating, 2016, p. 18). This may lead one to wonder whether a lower degree of
accuracy could be sufficient in indicating that the acquisition of a morpheme took place. In
particular, in the aforementioned 2012 study by Long, Gor, and Jackson, “Linguistic Correlates of
Proficiency”, the researchers use the criterion of 75-80% accuracy to define the acquisition of a

9

The U-shaped progression means that speakers displays an initial period of relatively accurate performance,
followed by a dip in accuracy, followed by increased accuracy (see Figure 1 for reference).
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feature. As soon as L2 learners reached 75-80% accuracy on some advanced features (e.g.
reflexives), they were found to move from one level of proficiency to another (e.g. from Advanced
Mid to Advanced High). Additionally, the developmental curves of features in Gor’s (2019) study
seemed to support the 75-80% threshold. Although the acquisition of morphemes is a lengthy
process where some curves of acquisition are linear and others are more U-shaped, once a feature
reaches 75–80% accuracy, subsequent accuracy does not decrease (regardless of the previous
curve). Thus, following these results, rates of 75–80% (not 90%) seem to be a valid demonstration
of acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic features by L2 speakers.

3. 5 The Natural Order and the Grammar Instruction in a Classroom Context
The next step after determining the natural orders of L2 morpheme acquisition is to examine
whether research findings on the natural morpheme order are reflected in language classrooms.
Hatch’s 1979 paper “Apply with Caution” discusses whether the natural sequence of English
morphemes aligns with the sequence in a TESL classroom. Hatch states that copula and plurals,
earlier acquired morphemes, are “already first in the most materials” (p. 126). Furthermore, the
progressive -ing is never taught without the auxiliary in “most grammar-based texts” (p. 126),
which aligns with the natural order. The regular and irregular past are taught before the 3rd person
singular and possessive, which also agrees with the natural order. The two main disagreements
between English L2 classrooms and the natural sequence are articles and possessives. As Hatch
explains, “[I]t’s rather difficult to speak English without using articles and this is why they appear
early in classroom instruction” (p. 126). Additionally, possessives, the latest naturally acquired
morpheme, is “never taught this late.” Figure 3 illustrates Hatch’s alignment between natural order
and classroom teaching:
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Figure 3. Comparison of Natural Order and Taught Order of English as L2. From Pienemann’s
(1985) Paper.
Overall, however, Hatch concluded that natural sequence is “not all that different from what has
been already done in [L2 English] language classroom[s]” (p. 126). Later, Pienemann (1985)
explored whether the order in which grammar structures are introduced in German textbooks aligns
with the natural sequence. For his study, Pienemann examines the popular L2 German textbook
“Wir sind dabei” (Gradewald, 1971) and the natural stages of acquiring German to see if any
discrepancy exists between what structures are asked of learners and what learners could produce
at a given point. Particularly, Pienemann looked into “general input”10 and exercises which are
expected to be (re-)produced by the learners and what learners are actually capable of producing.
Pienemann concludes that for some structures, the two orders are not aligned or are “adjusted in
an extremely poor way” (p. 63). For instance, Gradewald’s first chapter is dedicated to German
interrogation, but this structure is “in the end of the natural acquisition process” (p. 63).
Nonetheless, its acquisition is further expected when learners are asked to complete exercises with

10

Pienemann does not provide a definition for general input. Based on context, it appears that general input refers to
teachers talk and to texts in a textbook.

27

yes/no questions or wh-questions with inversion. The situation with German word order rules was
not as out of order, since inversion and verb separation were “in-line with learnability
constraints”11 (p. 64). However, other structures, such as verb separation, which should precede
inversion, were “missing from teaching objectives altogether” (p. 64). Besides finding that the two
orders are not fully aligned, Pienemann identified a critical point that sometimes “teachers demand
learning processes [from learners] which are not possible at the time these [structures] appear in
the textbook” (p. 61). For example, according to Pienemann, if grammar structures appear at the
beginning of a textbook, teachers could insist on their correct production, but it could go against
what learners are able to process and produce at that point. In order to deal with such discrepancies,
Pienemann suggests the idea of “natural grading,” which proposes that a teacher should “not
demand learning processes which are impossible at a given stage” (p. 63) and, additionally, that
L2 items should be introduced in the order they are naturally learnable. This way, L2 learners
would benefit more from instruction. Pienemann’s (1985) proposition is further discussed in
section 8 of this thesis.

4 L2 Proficiency Levels of Russian
4. 1 L2 Proficiency Levels of Second-Year Russian
This is the last section with background information that discusses levels of proficiency—
specifically levels of proficiency according to the ACTFL scale – that a typical learner entering
second-year Russian can attain. Knowing this information is key to answering the second research
question of this thesis.
Two studies, one by Thompson (1996) and another by Rifkin (2005), examined the

11

Teaching is limited to the learning for which the learner is ready (Pienemann, 1985; 1989).

28

relationship between proficiency levels on four skills—speaking, writing, reading, and listening—
and the number of hours of instruction in Russian. Thompson’s study measured speaking
proficiency using the OPI test, writing proficiency using writing prompts scored by two certified
OPI testers, and reading and listening proficiency using specially developed Educational Testing
Service (ETS)12 tests. Rifkin’s research measured L2 Russian learners’ proficiency using the
Interagency Language Roundtable scale (ILR Proficiency Scale), which can be compared to
ACTFL levels. Tables 2 and 3 show the results of the two aforementioned studies by indicating
what levels of proficiency are typically achieved by learners after one and two years of studying
Russian, respectively.
Table 2. Proficiency Range for College Students of L2 Russian by Skill After 140-150 Hours of
Instructional Time (~ One Year of Instruction).
Irene Thompson, 1996
Skill

Assessment

Proficiency
Median Score,
ACTFL

Benjamin Rifkin, 2005
Assessment

Proficiency
Median Score,
ACTFL

Speaking

OPI

NM/NH

IRL

NH

Writing

Prompts

NH

IRL

NH

Reading

ETS test

NL

IRL

NM

Listening

ETS test

NL

IRL

NM

Note. NH—Novice High, NM—Novice Mid, NL—Novice Low.

12

ETS – Educational Testing Service for Reading and Listening proficiency in Russian (see more in Russian Language
Studies in North America, Comer, 2012, p. 140).
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Table 3. Proficiency Range for College Students of L2 Russian by Skill after ~300 Hours of
Instructional Time (~Two Years of Instruction).

Irene Thompson, 1996
Skill

Benjamin Rifkin, 2005

Assessment

Proficiency
Median Scores,
ACTFL

Assessment

Proficiency
Median Scores,
ACTFL

Speaking

OPI

NH/IL

IRL

IL

Writing

Prompts

IL/IM

IRL

IL

Reading

ETS test

NM

IRL

NH/IL

Listening

ETS test

NH

IRL

NH/IL

Note. IL—Intermediate Low, NH—Novice High, NM—Novice Mid.
As seen in Table 2, by the end of the first year, when learners have undergone approximately 150
hours of instructional time, they typically perform in the Novice proficiency range from Novice
Mid to Novice High. Table 3 shows that by the end of the second year, or after approximately 300
hours of instructional time, learners have attained the Novice High—Intermediate Low proficiency
levels.
An important point here, however, is that that this information on proficiency levels is
accurate for college programs in the U.S., which follow a traditional instructional (TI) approach.
TI implies that language learning begins with vocabulary introduction and explicit grammar
explanation, often practiced by mechanical drills. While this approach is the most widespread
(Fernandez, 2011; Wong& VanPatten, 2003), it often allows learners to use correct grammatical
forms and complete activities without knowing their meanings (see VanPatten, 2016). Evidence
reported from other pedagogical models based on literacy development can lead to different

30

language development, which can result in different proficiencies being attained by learners (e.g.
Norris, & Pfeiffer 2003). Below is the description of what these second-year levels of proficiency
mean (taken from the 2012 Guidelines13):
Speakers at the Novice Mid (NM) sublevel communicate minimally by using a number of
isolated words and memorized phrases limited by the particular context in which the
language has been learned. When responding to direct questions, NM speakers may say
only two or three words at a time or give an occasional stock answer.
Speakers at the Novice High sublevel are able to manage successfully a number of
uncomplicated communicative tasks in straightforward social situations. Conversation is
restricted to a few of the predictable topics necessary for survival in the target language
culture such as basic personal information, preferences, or immediate needs. On the other
hand, since NM speaker’s language often consists of expansions of learned material and
stock phrases, they may sometimes sound surprisingly fluent and accurate.
Speakers at the Intermediate Low sublevel are able to handle successfully a limited
number of uncomplicated communicative tasks by creating with the language in
straightforward social situations. Conversation is still restricted to some of the concrete
exchanges and predictable topics necessary for survival in the target-language culture.

5 Relevance of This Research
As discussed in section 3, research on the natural order and its alignment with existing textbooks
has been conducted for English and German, but never for Russian, although Russian is a common
foreign language choice with more than 20,000 L2 Russian learners enrolled at American colleges
13

Full descriptions of levels of proficiency, ACTFL Guidelines (2012)
https://www.actfl.org/resources/actfl-proficiency-guidelines-2012/english/speaking
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(MLA, 2016). However, while many students enroll in beginner Russian classes, only a small
portion of them continue their studies of Russian at the advanced levels (MLA, 2016). A possible
reason for this attrition could be the way in which Russian, a highly morphological language, is
taught at universities. For example, Comer (2012) stated that most of the input in language
classrooms is often via teaching and practicing Russian grammar. If this is the main source of input
for learners, it might not be enough for acquisition. In fact, if we follow the definition by VanPatten
(2017) that “input is language embedded in a communicative event that a learner attends for its
meaning” (2017, p. 203), language used for grammar instruction cannot be considered input at all.
This type of instruction supports the development of metalinguistic knowledge (knowledge about
the language), but it does not necessarily support the development of communicative abilities,
without which learners might not see the value of language study and might decide to discontinue
their study of Russian.
Therefore, knowing the natural order of acquisition of Russian morphosyntax and aligning
it to the way Russian textbooks present it could improve existing instructional practices and
potentially minimize levels of student attrition. The following two research questions will be
addressed in this thesis:
1.   To what extent does the documented order in which Russian morphosyntactic
features are acquired by L2 learners align with the order in which these features are
presented in college-level textbooks?
2.   What implications for instruction could be formulated based on the knowledge of
the order of acquisition of Russian morphosyntactic features?
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6 Methodological Approach
6. 1 Data Sources
The data sources for answering the aforementioned research questions are college-level L2
Russian textbooks, specifically second-year college textbooks. This thesis focuses on second year
textbooks for several reasons. First, the relevant research on the natural order of acquisition of L2
Russian grammar has focused on Intermediate to Superior speakers, as documented in Gor’s
(2019) research. Beyond this, no other information exists on morpheme development at the lower
levels. Second, it is during the second year of instruction when learners are expected to master
fundamental parts of Russian grammar, such as case, aspect, and verbs of motion, which often
present special difficulties for both L2 learners and heritage speakers (see Comrie, 1976; Gor,
2019). The second year of study is also crucial because learners often decide during this time
whether to continue their study of Russian and subsequently take advanced courses that would
allow them to major or minor in the language.
The three following second-year college textbooks were selected for this study:
1.   Kagan O., Miller, F. & Kudyma, G. (1996, 2006). V Puti. Russian grammar in context
(2nd ed., p. 432). Prentice–Hall.
2.   Robin, R., Evans-Romaine, K., & Shatalina, G. (1999, 2003, 2008, 2014). Golosa Book
Two: A basic course in Russian. Pearson Education, Inc..
3.   Rifkin, B., Dengub, E., & Nazarova, S. (2017). Panorama: Intermediate Russian
language and culture (p. 460). Georgetown University Press.
The choice of these three textbooks was based on a quantitative study14 (2013) conducted by the
Committee on College and Pre-College Russian (CCPRC), which surveyed 60 U.S. colleges to

14

http://fs2.american.edu/jschill/www/College%20Russian%20Textbooks%202014.htm
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identify the most widely used Russian textbooks. The CCPRS survey shows that V Puti and Golosa
are ranked as the most commonly used in colleges. Panorama, while not mentioned in the CCPRC
survey because it was published after the survey was conducted, is the newest Russian L2 textbook
for intermediate college-level learners on the market and is highly favored by many practicing
Russian-language instructors from schools such as Brandeis University and Oberlin College.

6. 2 Description of Selected Textbooks
V Puti [On the Road]
According to the CCPRC survey, 35% of colleges (21 of 60) use V Puti (2006). V Puti follows a
“communicative approach in which grammar is presented in context” (p. xxx). Special attention is
paid to “grammatical accuracy as this is crucial to further progress one’s language acquisition” (p.
xxx).
In terms of organization, V Puti consists of twelve chapters. Each chapter is dedicated to a
specific theme and is further divided into three sections that deal with an aspect of the thematic
focus. For example, chapter three is entitled “Everything About My Family”. As the title suggests,
the chapter’s main theme is family. It is then split into the following three sections: “My Family”,
“A Wedding”, and “My Family History”. According to the student manual, this organization
allows learners “to review and expand vocabulary gradually” (p. 2).
Each section is subdivided into three subsections: “Preparation”, “Language in Life”, and
“Grammar”. “Preparation” deals with vocabulary and prepares learners for the upcoming texts.
“Language in Life” includes texts, listening activities, and dialogues on the related topics. The
authors suggest to “read all texts more than once and listen to them many times” (Introduction for
Students, p. 1). After listening to the recordings, there are fill-in-the-blank activities with missing
words from the text. Completing these activities, according to authors, will “help learners to
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memorize chunks of widely used in everyday speech vocabulary”. The grammar subsection
includes grammar explanations and grammar drills such as fill-in-the-blanks or sentence
completion where learners put the words in parentheses into their appropriate form. The appendix
of the textbook contains additional grammar information in tables for learners to use as a reference
at any point.
Each of the 12 chapters ends with a “Culture and History” section that is not directly related
to the chapter’s main topic, but provides supplementary readings that instructors can assign. Texts
in this section are dedicated to famous Russians such as Marc Chagall or Pyotr Tchaikovsky and
are biographic in nature. All texts in “Culture and History” are supplied with straightforward
comprehension questions where learners have to find answers in the the text (e.g. “Where was this
famous Russian born?”, “When and how did he/she die?”)
Lastly, V Puti has a complementary student activities manual that offers additional reading
and writing practices, including grammar and vocabulary drills.

Golosa [Voices]
The textbook Golosa (2014) has two volumes, one for the first year of Russian - Golosa Book One,
and one for the second year - Golosa Book Two. Since this study focuses only on second-year
textbooks, Golosa Book Two will be referred to as Golosa for convenience.
According to the CCPRC survey, Golosa is used by 46% (25 of 60) of colleges. Its authors
claim that Golosa “strikes a true balance between communication and structure” (p. xii) and uses
“contemporary approach to language learning by focusing on the development of four skills:
speaking, listening, writing, and reading” (p. xii). In addition to skill development, Golosa presents
“the comprehensive explanation of Russian grammar along with the structural practice students
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need to build accuracy” (p. xii).
In regards to its organization, Golosa consists of 10 units. Each unit is dedicated to a
specific theme (e.g. Cinema and TV) and is further divided into five sections. The first section is
a “Warm-Up”, which introduces the unit’s vocabulary. The second section is “Let’s Talk”, which
consists of various dialogues with communicative exercises in which learners are asked
“straightforward questions in Russian, keyed to the dialogues” (p. xv). “Let’s Talk” also provides
two different types of roleplay activities. In one, learners are asked to describe what they would
do in a particular situation while in another, framed as an oral translation activity, learners are
required to act as an interpreter for a non-Russian speaker. The third section is “Grammar”, which
contains explanations, charts, and numerous examples that are followed by simple exercises with
target feature (e.g. fill-in-the-blanks or supplying the correct form of a word). Important and
difficult grammar rules are highlighted in special boxes. The last two sections in each unit are
“Let’s Read” and “Let’s Listen”. “Let’s Read” exposes learners to a variety of texts and teaches
them strategies to guess unfamiliar words and to extract important information. “Let’s Listen”
provides learners with audio materials coupled with activities when learners need to use context
clues in verbal speech “rather than trying to understand every word” (p. xvi).
Similar to V Puti, Golosa has a complementary student activities manual that provides
additional oral drills and written homework.

Panorama
Unlike V Puti and Golosa, Panorama (2017) was not included in the 2013 CCPRC survey
regarding the exact number of colleges using it during the second year of study. Additionally, it
would be hard to designate Panorama for a particular year of learning Russian as it was designed
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for anyone who has completed “at least 100 hours to as much as 400 hours of instruction”
(Teacher’s Manual, p. iii). The goal of catering to such a wide range of students makes it possible
to employ Panorama for the second, third, and even fourth years of learning Russian.
In terms of its instructional approach, Panorama uses a “contextualized and systematic”
one where it exposes learners to many authentic texts (Teacher’s Manual, p. iii). This approach
shifts learners’ perspectives from the idea that language is learned through practicing four skills
towards the idea that language is more of a byproduct of reading, listening, speaking, and writing
about topics that are interesting and meaningful to learners.
Regarding organization, unlike V Puti and Golosa, which present their chapters linearly,
Panorama uses modules where each module can be covered in any order with some minor
exceptions, such as teaching un-prefixed verbs of motion before teaching prefixed ones. Panorama
consists of 16 modules, each of them dedicated to one cultural (e.g. family) and one grammatical
(e.g. the accusative case) topic. Before each module begins, learners are presented with a
photograph that problematizes a cultural topic and inspires learners to think about it.
Further on, each module is subdivided into the following sections: “Let’s Start the
Conversation”, “Grammar”, “Let’s Discuss”, “Let’s Talk about Cinema”, and “Writing Prompts”.
“Let’s Start the Conversation” introduces the topic’s vocabulary and provides a text utilizing it.
The subsequent grammar section consists of grammatical explanations, examples from authentic
speech, exercises on the chapter’s targeted features, and a second text that “dives deeply into the
main theme of the chapter” (Teacher’s Manual, p. iv). The grammar section is followed by a third
text, either a poem or excerpt from a novel, with two summative assessments: “Let’s Discuss” and
“Let’s Talk about Cinema”. “Let’s Discuss” provides questions that facilitate communication on
the module’s topics and “Let’s Talk about Cinema” comes with a list of movies related to them
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that learners can watch and discuss in class (Teacher’s Manual, p. iv). The last section of each
module is “Writing Prompts”, which learners can use to write essays on the issue discussed.
Panorama also has an electronic workbook that provides learners with additional exercises.
However, unlike V Puti and Golosa, Panorama uses a website that can correct learners’
mechanical drills automatically and “frees the instructor from the burdensome correction of
mechanical exercises” (Teacher’s Manual p. v).

6. 3 Selected Grammar Features
Having selected these textbooks, this research next describes the Russian morphosyntactic features
that drive this study. This thesis focuses only on five features that are taught within the first two
years of studying Russian and to which every textbook dedicates specific units—case, verbal
aspect, verbs of motion (VoM), impersonal sentences, and location–direction. A linguistic
description of these features is provided below; however, this linguistic definition can differ from
textbook definitions. This disagreement exists due to how second language researchers view
language compared to how language instructors or textbook authors view it. As earlier described
in section 2. 3, second language researchers share the assumption that language is innate and
abstract in nature and thus is not acquired through grammatical explanation or through repetition
and memorization. For textbook authors and language instructors, on the other hand, grammar is
often seen as being acquired explicitly. Therefore, when the explicit rule does not apply, instructors
call it an exception. However, when linguists examine the deep structure of grammar (see
Chomsky, 1986), exceptions do not exist.
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6. 3. 1 Description of the Researched Features
Case is a “feature that expresses a syntactic and/or semantic function of the element that
carries the particular case value. Most cases that express a syntactic function are also associated
with a semantic function (e.g., of an agent, an experiencer, an undergoer)” (Kibort, 2008).
Aspect is a “feature that designates the perspective taken on the internal temporal
organization of the situation. It distinguishes different ways of viewing the internal temporal
constituency of the same situation. Unlike tense, which is situation-external time, aspect is
situation-internal, as it is not concerned with relating the time of the situation to any other time
point” (Kibort, 2007).
Verbs of Motion (VoM) compose a “subclass within the Russian aspectual system.
Whereas [the] typical Russian verb is usually described in terms of perfective/imperfective
pairings, the VoM feature revolves around a pairing of two imperfective forms” (Timberlake,
2004, p. 412). Half of the imperfective forms often denote round-trips and are associated with the
notion of “multidirectionality” while the other half, which is associated with trips in a single
direction, belong to the realm of ‘unidirectionality’” (Kagan, 2010, p. 144).
Impersonal Sentences are characterized by the fact that they “have zero subject, the
impersonal causative predicate and the outer dative designating the experience of the event.” (for
details see Holk, 1983, p. 147).
Location–Direction is a feature associated with nouns that distinguish between where
something/someone is located (the locative case) or the place toward which something or someone
is moving (the accusative case). “Prepositions [in, at, on] that use the locative case establish that
the mobile entity is in contact with the locus. The accusative case, while uses with similar
prepositions, expresses motion” (Timberlake, 2004, p. 181).
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6. 4 Analysis Procedure
To answer the first research question of whether the order in which Russian morphosyntactic
features presented in textbooks (textbook order) aligns with the order in which it is acquired
(natural order), this thesis examines the tables of content of second-year textbooks and compares
them with the natural order of the acquisition of these features originally documented in Gor’s
(2019) study. This comparison demonstrates not only whether the two orders are aligned but also
to what extent.
To answer the second research question about suggestions for L2 Russian instruction, this
thesis first discusses whether the order in which Russian morphosyntactic features are acquired
should necessarily align with the order in which these features are presented in textbooks and why.
Additionally, knowing the levels of proficiency which typical learners entering their second year
have and the accuracy rate at which L2 learners perform on morphosyntactic features at that level
of proficiency serve as good indicators of whether these features could realistically be acquired
during the second year of Russian and, thus, whether instructors are setting reasonable expectations
for learners to perform on them. Finally, the text discusses ways in which employing knowledge
of the natural order of Russian morphosyntax acquisition could improve the second year of
instruction.

7 To What Extent Does the Documented Order in Which Russian
Morphosyntactic Features Are Acquired Align with the Order in Which These
Features Are Presented in College-Level Textbooks?

7. 1 Textbook Order
The order in which the five target features under analysis are introduced in these textbooks is
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presented in Table 4. The numbers below each feature in the table indicate the number of the
chapter (unit, module) in which this feature occurs. If more than one feature appears within the
same chapter, the one introduced earlier appears first in the table. For instance, in Golosa, both
impersonal sentences and case are introduced in chapter one, but impersonal sentences are
presented earlier in the chapter, hence their order in Table 4.
Table 4. The Order in Which Morphosyntactic Features are Presented in Textbooks.
V Puti

Panorama

Golosa

Case
1-6

Case
1, 6-10

Impersonal sentences
1

Location–direction
1

Verbal aspect
3, 4

Case
1, 3-4, 7, 9-10

Verbal aspect
3, 5, 6, 11

Location–direction
6, 8

VoM (unprefixed)
3

Impersonal sentences
6

Impersonal sentences
9

Verbal aspect
3, 5

VoM (unprefixed)
8

VoM (unprefixed)
15

Location–direction
10

Before presenting the results of whether the order in which the five morphosyntactic features are
presented in these textbooks aligns with the order in which these features are naturally acquired,
there are two relevant points to mention. The first one is that this thesis presumes that instructors
follow the textbooks’ organization and teach grammar lessons in the order they are presented in
these textbooks. Certainly, instructors could rearrange these orders in their courses, especially if
they are using the module-based textbook Panorama. However, even its authors recommend
teaching some chapters before others.15

15

According to Panorama’s Teacher’s Manual, Chapter 1 should be presented before any other chapters. Additionally,
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The second point is that there is a difference in the understanding of Intermediate-level
speakers according to the ACTFL proficiency guidelines that were used in Gor’s (2019) research
on the acquisition of Russian morphosyntax and the understanding of intermediate learners
according to second-year textbooks. While both levels share the same title, there is an important
distinction: second-year learners might be called “intermediate,” but they typically display
proficiency within the Novice range in the ACTFL proficiency guidelines (see section 4). From a
pedagogical point of view, a Novice speaker should be working at the Intermediate level to
facilitate language development. In this sense, calling a second-year course “intermediate” aligns
with the proficiency level targeted by instruction and not with the actual proficiency of the majority
of learners in the course. This distinction is relevant for V Puti and Golosa, which are both
categorized as “intermediate” but are not overtly aligned with the understanding of ACTFL’s
Intermediate proficiency. Panorama, on the other hand, was designed for students who have
already attained some Intermediate-level proficiency according to the ACTFL scale.

7. 2 Results: Natural Order versus Textbook Order
Tables 5, 6, and 7, presented below, compare the natural order in which Russian morphosyntactic
features are acquired by L2 learners with the order in which they are introduced in second-year
textbooks. Arrows indicate possible changes in alignment.

Chapter 15, which presents unprefixed verbs of motion should be taught prior to chapter 16, which presents prefixed
verbs of motion.
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Table 5. Comparing Natural Order and Textbook Order V Puti.
Natural Order16
Intermediate (OPI)

Textbook Order

Case
Impersonal sentences

Case
Location—direction

Location—direction

Aspect

Aspect
VoM

Impersonal sentences
VoM

Table 6. Comparing Natural Order and Textbook Order Golosa.
Natural Order
Intermediate (OPI)

Textbook Order

Case
Impersonal sentences

Impersonal sentences
Case

Location–direction

VoM

Aspect
VoM

Aspect
Location–direction

16

The Natural Order column shows the progression of accuracy rates for the five researched features at
The Intermediate Low level of proficiency as indicated by Gor’s (2019) research. Intermediate Low is chosen
because the textbooks we are comparing are targeting this level of proficiency.
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Table 7. Comparing Natural Order and Textbook Order Panorama.
Natural Order
Intermediate (OPI)
Case
Impersonal Sentences

Textbook Order
Case
Aspect

Location–direction
Location–direction
Aspect
VoM

Impersonal sentences
VoM

The analysis of these textbooks reveals that the order in which Russian morphosyntactic features
are presented in them does not completely align with the order in which these features are naturally
acquired. The dis-alignment occurs with three features: impersonal sentences, aspect, and
location–direction. Impersonal sentences, while naturally acquired earlier than aspect and
location–direction, appears after both in V Puti and Panorama (see Table 5, 7). Another feature
acquired earlier, location–direction, is presented last in Golosa (see Table 6). In contrast, aspect, a
feature naturally acquired later, is introduced very early on, right after case in both V Puti and
Panorama (see Table 5, 7). In regards to the two remaining features, case and VoM, the order in
which they are found in textbooks aligns with the order in which they are naturally acquired.
Namely, case, as an earlier acquired feature, is also taught earlier in all three textbooks. VoM, a
later acquired feature, is taught last in V Puti and Panorama, but in Golosa, it is taught after case
and impersonal sentences.
Whether or not one should implement these changes depends on whether the full alignment
between orders facilitates acquisition of these features or not, which will be discussed in the next
section.
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8 What Implications for Instruction Could Be Formulated Based on the
Knowledge of the Order of Acquisition of Russian Morphosyntactic Features?
8. 1 Natural Order Alignment
Section 7 shows that there is no full alignment between the order in which Russian
morphosyntactic features selected for this study are presented in textbooks (textbook order) and
the order in which these features are naturally acquired (natural order). However, the question of
whether the two orders should be fully aligned in order to facilitate the acquisition of features has
been controversial for a long time in the field of ISLA.
Krashen (1975) initially proposed that grammatical features should be taught in the order
in which they are naturally acquired. For instance, if we know that Russian case is naturally
acquired earlier than VoM, then case should be taught before VoM. This position is based on the
argument that since the natural order cannot be altered by instruction, it should be followed.
However, this argument presents at least two problems. The first one is that it assumes that all
learners in the classroom are at the same point in language development. We know that this is not
the case and that learners entering second-year courses—the focus of this research—have different
prior experiences with Russian and, thus, are at different levels of development. A second and
related issue is the assumption that all learners develop their L2 at the same pace. This is also not
true. Instead, there is heterogeneity in learners in terms of language acquisition speed. This
heterogeneity exists in part due to learners’ individual differences, as well as their unique
experiences with the L2. Therefore, instruction that is based solely on following the sequence of
the natural order in which features are acquired will suit only some learners—the ones that by
chance are at the exact developmental stage to benefit from a particular sequence of features—and
even if such an “ideal” alignment would place, these learners would move through the sequence
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at different paces and this alignment would not last, even for a theoretically ideal learner.
In 1982, Krashen changed his original position regarding aligning the natural order of
acquisition of morphosyntax to the order in which morphosyntax was presented in instructional
settings. Krashen rethought his original position and instead insisted on the importance of
grammatically un-sequenced input. According to this position, when input17 is presented to L2
learners, it provides a sufficient variety of structures to be beneficial to all learners at different
stages of acquisition. In 1985, Pienemann adopted a position somewhat different from Krashen’s
(1982) that learners in a classroom should be grouped according to their stages of acquisition and
should be exposed to input. However, the input should be sequenced based on the order in which
L2 items are “naturally learnable” (p. 68); otherwise, learners will not be able to process them.
On the one hand, Pienemann’s (1985) position speaks to Krashen’s (1982) claim that input
is a necessary condition for language acquisition. On the other hand, it runs into the previously
discussed issue that sequenced input is suited only for some learners who are by chance at that
exact developmental stage and, even in this case, will not last for long. Additionally, Pienemann’s
idea of differentiating learners according to their stages runs into a practical issue—how to identify
the developmental stage of each particular learner when measures of proficiency are not
implemented widely in higher education in the U.S. Instructors might base instructional decisions
on learners’ output; however, as discussed in section 2. 3, the mental rules in learners’
interlanguages are different from what is observed in their production. This statement can be
illustrated by the observation that learners often comprehend more than what they can actually
produce or that learners sometimes might employ memorized chunks that make them sound more
advanced than they actually are.
17

Input is “the language that learners hear or see in a communicative context and that they have to interpret and
process for meaning” (VanPatten, 2017, p. 3)
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After considering both Krashen (1982) and Pienemann’s (1985) positions, the former
seems to be the one that better fits the instructional settings of college-level SLA. The position that
instructional and natural order do not necessarily have to be aligned as soon as learners are
provided with un-sequenced input lines up with the basic facts of SLA and can be implemented
more realistically in language classrooms. Input, as we know is an essential component in the
language acquisition process. However, as mentioned in section 2. 2, not just any kind of input
supports acquisition. Instead, input should be comprehensible and meaningful, implying that a
learner should be engaged in actively trying to comprehend something in the L2 and make
connections “between the meaning and how that meaning is encoded” (VanPatten, 2003, p. 26).
Without an attempt at comprehension, the process of L2 acquisition will not take place. In addition
to comprehensible input, it should also be level-appropriate in order for learners to make sense out
of the language they hear. Only this comprehensible, meaningful, and level-appropriate input
becomes intake, or what learners actually “hold and process in working memory” (VanPatten,
2003, p. 31). Initially, a learner’s working memory has the capacity to process only content words
for meaning (e.g. nouns without inflection), but later, with further exposure to input, learners start
processing grammatical features as well (e.g. case inflection). Therefore, in closing this section,
the alignment of Russian morphosyntactic features that are currently dis-aligned (impersonal
sentences, aspect, and location-direction) is not necessary as long as input consisting of all these
features is provided to second-year learners.

8. 2 Adjustment of Expectations
This section compares the levels of proficiency that typical learners entering a second-year Russian
course have and whether at this level of proficiency, the five morphosyntactic features researched
could realistically be acquired. Knowing this information helps in examining whether instructors
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have reasonable expectations from second-year learners or not.
Section 4 of this thesis reveals that a typical learner starts second-year college Russian
within a Novice Mid/High range of proficiency (Thompson, 1996; Rifkin, 2005), which means
that the target for a second-year course is the development of Intermediate level proficiency. The
trajectories of the acquisition of Russian morphosyntax have not been studied for Novice levels.
However, Gor’s research (2019) shows the acquisition of morphosyntactic features starting at the
next level of proficiency - Intermediate Low (IL). Below, Table 8 provides information on
learners’ accuracy rates on the five researched features at IL level of proficiency.
Table 8. Accuracy Rates for the Five Features at IL (OPI). Based on Gor (2019) Research.
IL
Impersonal sentences
Case
(around 50% accuracy)
Location–direction
(a bit less than 50% accuracy)
Aspect
Verbs of Motion
(less than 50% accuracy)

Table 8 indicates that at the IL level, learners perform in all five features with 50% accuracy or
less, which signals that they have not yet acquired any of these features. At the Novice level—the
typical proficiency for learners during the second year of college—performance might be even
lower than 50% accuracy. Therefore, this data show that none of these features will, realistically,
be fully acquired by learners in the first semester, or even during the entire second year of college.
What is to be expected is that learners will either have partial control or no control at all over these
features. Of course, due to learners’ individual differences, a few might be able to demonstrate
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higher than chance accuracy on some features during their second year of instruction, but this level
of performance is more the exception than the norm.
An important issue here is that learners could be able to correctly complete the typical
grammar exercises found in textbooks, which include features like case, location–direction, and
even aspect or VoM, but the ability to complete exercises does not equate to the acquisition of
these features. More precisely, learners can successfully (with greater than 50% accuracy)
complete “fill-in-the-blank” grammar drills, a practice employed in all three textbooks. However,
this accuracy on grammar drills exists due to the nature of these types of exercises, which do not
require learners to process language for its meaning. Thus, when learners are faced with the
production of spontaneous speech—which is captured on a test like the OPI—they are not able to
perform with the same higher level of accuracy. As section 2. 1 of this thesis distinguishes,
performance, or the ability to use language in a learned and practiced setting, is different from
proficiency, or the ability to use language regardless of where, when, and how it was acquired.
Therefore, while the errorless completion of grammar drills can give instructors the false
impression that learners have acquired a given feature, the reality is that, as clearly reflected in
Table 8, learners are still working on acquiring all these features during their second year of
instruction.
Consequently, knowing that none of the researched morphosyntactic features are going to
be fully acquired by a typical learner during the second year of Russian instruction calls into
question whether expecting learners to employ these features in spontaneous speech, even in a
controlled classroom setting, with an accuracy higher than 50% is reasonable. I believe the answer
is that rather than setting unreasonable expectations for learners, instructors should adjust their
expectations to 50% accuracy on all five selected features, as indicated by research. Here it is
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crucial to pay attention to what the goal of language instruction in a college course is. As VanPatten
(2012) points out, teaching a language differs from teaching other subjects, and the goal should be
not to do well in class and or on grammar tests, but rather to be able to communicate in that
language outside of the classroom. The instructor’s role in this process is to help learners to
develop their language proficiency, the ability to use language, but not to expect perfection on
features when there can be none at that stage.
Reasonable expectations should be part of the educational enterprise not just for instructors,
but for learners as well. Otherwise, learners can come to believe that the problem is them or they
“have no talent for learning Russian” and might even prefer to drop out of the learning process.
What could prevent this would be adjusting to attainable expectations that are based on research
findings. Furthermore, instructors could inform learners from the beginning of the second year of
Russian that the acquisition of morphosyntax is a lengthy, stage-like process that follows the
natural order, which cannot be skipped or altered by language instruction. Thus, due to these
internal constraints, not learners’ lack of effort, these features will not be fully acquired during that
year.

8. 3 Cyclical Introduction of Features
The final part of this thesis discusses the idea of cyclical introduction of morphosyntactic features
compared with the commonly used textbook practice of presenting morphosyntactic features only
once or twice during the second year of instruction.
Knowing from previous sections that none of the morphosyntactic features researched will
be fully acquired during the second year of instruction certainty does not mean that these features
should not be introduced during that year. Rather, instructors should expose learners to these
features through meaningful, comprehensible input in a cyclical, recycled manner. In other words,
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instructors should keep coming back and re-introducing morphosyntactic features that they have
already taught before. Reintroduction enables learners to determine whether they have
subconsciously created a correct mental rule for the use of these features or not.
All three of the textbooks analyzed, to some extent, employed this cyclical presentation of
features. However, they re-introduce each feature only once or twice,18 no matter the feature (see
Table 4), which is not enough for learners to acquire them. This textbook organization might create
the incorrect idea for both learners and instructors that this is how languages are developed and
mastered—by learning only one grammatical feature at a time with some minor integrated
exposure to the language in later chapters. From section 2. 3, we know that this is not the case;
instead, learners acquire many different language features at once and in a universal order, which
is constrained by internal factors rather than textbooks organization. Therefore, awareness of the
natural order of acquisition of Russian morphosyntax could additionally assist instructors in
selecting input more carefully and intentionally. More precisely, understanding that learners
acquire case and impersonal sentences first, then location–direction, and finally aspect and VoM
(see Table 8) indicates that learners require greater and more prolonged exposure to input
containing aspect and VoM in order to acquire them. Thus, the extended exposure to input focusing
on these features should be done in a cyclical manner, as mentioned earlier, where instructors
continuously keep reintroducing these two features as their acquisition takes a particularly long
time compared to case or impersonal sentences, which are naturally acquired earlier.

18

Case is introduced more than two times, but the re-introduction of case seems unavoidable as it is employed in
Russian every time a noun is mentioned.
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9 Conclusion
This thesis has explored the order in which Russian morphosyntax is presented in second year
textbooks and related these findings to the order in which morphosyntax is naturally acquired by
L2 learners. The research revealed the following results:
1.   The order in which the five Russian morphosyntactic features researched—case,
impersonal sentences, location-direction, aspect, verbs of motion (VoM)—are presented in
textbooks does not align with the order in which these features are acquired. The disalignment occurs with three features: impersonal sentences, location-direction, and aspect.
2.   Realistically, all five of the morphosyntactic features researched will not be fully acquired
by a typical Russian learner during the second year of college.
Furthermore, this thesis looked at what the aforementioned results could imply for second-year
instruction. More precisely, this thesis argues that the full alignment between natural and textbooks
order is not necessary as long as learners are exposed to un-sequenced input that includes all
different morphosyntactic features, a position initially taken by Krashen (1982). Secondly, this
thesis proposes that instructors should adjust their expectation to 50% accuracy for the production
of all features as indicated by research. Lastly, this thesis suggests that the natural order of
acquisition provides insightful information that some Russian features, namely aspect and VoM,
require more prolonged exposure to input compared to case, impersonal sentences, and locationdirection. The exposure to input containing these features is recommended to be done in a cyclical,
recycled manner.
The results above are important since this study is the first (to the best of my knowledge)
to report on the alignment between orders of acquisition and the instructional sequences of Russian
as an L2 and on its implication for teaching. Future steps for advancing this study could include
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expanding it to years of instruction other than the second and researching all ten Russian
morphosyntactic features. In addition, future studies could explore instructors’ awareness of such
linguistic phenomenon as the natural order of morpheme acquisition and whether this awareness
guides them in teaching and assessing Russian morphosyntax. Potentially, the results could explain
the appearing discrepancies between how textbooks and instructors view teaching Russian
morphosyntax and how morphosyntax is actually acquired.
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